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CATALONIA ,  A 
M E D I T E R R A N E A N  C O U N T R Y .  
C O N C E R N  F O R  THE 
E N V I R O N M E N T  
L ' E ~ v ~ ~ ~ ~ ~ ~ "  AND "MEDITERRANEAN  ARE TWO 
CONCEPTS WlTH BOTH A PHYSICAL AND A CULTURAL 
DIMENSION TO THEM. Oua CULTURE IS AN OLD ONE AS 
REGARDS BOTH CONCEPTS, BUT THIS DOES NOT HELP TO 
SOLVE THE PROBLEMS FACING US TQDAY. 
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O would not, without prior studies, venture to say what environmen- tal concerns we in Catalonia have 
as a Mediterranean country. But 1 would 
also be reluctant to accept the results of 
any of these opinion polls that are so in 
vogue today without weighing up the 
method used. I say this, because to the 
difficulty of assessing a generalized opi- 
nion i s  added, in this case, the difficulty 
of clearly establishing the terms to be 
used in speaking of it. It i s  on these dif- 
ficulties that I want to base this reflection. 
The term "Mediterranean" and "environ- 
mental issues" are both of immeasurable 
scope. Of the first, over and above the 
adjectival uses we are familiar with in va- 
rious fields of knowledge -uses we have 
largely learnt at school-, there are many 
others present at al1 levels of communi- 
cation, whether as part of political pro- 
grammes, cultural and cornmercial pro- 
jects, campaigns of al1 sorts, in the 
superstructural framework of the Euro- 
pean Community or in other orders. 
But there are also other facts that affect 
our perception of the term "Mediterrane- 
an" in aspects that are more difficult to 
assess. I mean those perceptions that are 
the fruit of individual labours in music, 
poetry, fiction or the cinema, and that 
bring us discernibly closer to a reality we 
can now feel part of, when only a few 
years ago it was alrnost foreign to us. 
These are the effects of specific works, not 
of mere enunciates or titles given to ge- 
neric treatments, to which general sub- 
jects lend themselves so well. 
By way of example -and in small letters, 
to make it clear that I realise the selection 
i s  a totally subjective one-, I would men- 
tion the work of Maria del Mar Bonet, 
J.Goytisolo, Caries Mira and, of course, 
Lluis Racionero, backed up by work from 
farther afield, but nonetheless effective 
for that. The work of Amin Maalouf, for 
example, fits amply into this apprecia- 
tion, but so do al1 the different types of 
work we have access to now, from 
Greece, Turkey, Albania, Lebanon, rnany 
of which we know of through the cinema. 
Now advertised, for exarn~le, i s  the work 
Before the Rain, frorn ~acedonia, para- 
digmatic of the subject we are dealing 
with. 
One rnight say that this only affects the 
perception of a very reduced sector of so- 
ciety, but we must remember that there 
are many other possible appreciations 
that stem from first-hand experiences of 
exchange, such as living side by side with 
immigrants, for example, or even travel. 
Another interesting and instructive work 
on the Mediterranean, this time with an 
environmental approach, which consid- 
ered many of these aspects, was Ramon 
Folch's television series Mediterrania. 
We have looked at the scope of the term 
"Mediterranean". But what happens when 
we speak of environmental problems? 
What are we referring to? 
I think we can say, without fear of mis- 
take, that any of our schoolchildren could 
at this moment make a fairly complete list 
of environrnental problems in our society. 
Any averagely educated member of the 
p ~ b l i ~  would make more or less the sarne 
list, starting or ending with the ozone 
layer. The list would undoubtedly be 
shorter, less certain and more disperse if 
specifically Mediterranean-linked prob- 
lems were asked for, except of course for 
the question of fire and the floods that so 
recurrently and dramatically affect so 
li a,. 
many people, and, of course, the waste 
problem which seems at this moment to 
be fully occupying the attention of those 
spirits most predisposed to concern for 
environmental issues. 
The opinion polls we know of tell us that 
the problems that worry us so are dicta- 
ted more than anything by the headlines 
in the media. It also seems that the an- 
swers depend largely on the knowledge 
the people interviewed have of the termi- 
nology asociated with environmental is-  
sues, as well as on their incli- 
nation to social consensus, in the sense 
that they approve of what i s  socially ac- 
cepted. 
If this i s  so, we can also say that the de- 
gree of corre~~ondence b tween the lan- 
guage of the media and that of the inter- 
viewees tells us the level of social 
awareness when a quantitative scale i s  
applied. 
But the problem does not lie in assessing 
the interest of these tests so much as in 
seeing if they can tell us anything that in- 
dicates the public's degree of social in- 
volvement. To put it another way, whether 
a higher level of confessed concern i s  
corresponded by a greater degree of 
commitment. This i s  where the division of 
opinion could be more radical. In theory, 
it seems right to expect a high level of cor- 
respondence between these parameters. 
In view, however, of the incoherence to 
be observed between theoretical talk and 
what i s  put into practice, we can doubt 
this, especially because this incoherence 
does not belong exclusively to the affairs 
of politicians, but also to groups and cit- 
izens who claim awareness. It's what was 
described some years-ago as the Nimby 
effect: "Not in my back yard". 
This forces us to accept that one thing is  
the worry factor and another i s  what it 
&ight mean. And this is important, be- 
cause once we start weighing up the 
construction of the social perception of 
the term environmental problems -as we 
did a moment ago with that of Mediter- 
ranean-, we find that in this case it can- 
not be strictly cultural in the sense we 
gave the first term, since it has connota- 
tions that materialize -must materialize- 
in specific actions that depend on al1 lev- 
els of society, from government to indivi- 
dual~. 
Problems exist to be solved, and solutions 
can only be found i f  the parameters of 
the problem are correctly defined and if 
sufficient information i s  supplied. 
If it is the media who at this moment are 
having most influence in this perception, 
it would be worth analysing how they 
handle the terms of the problem. 
As I see it, they are characterized by: 
a) The speed with which one set of "wor- 
rying issues" takes the place of another, 
without any reason for considering them 
solved. 
b) The superficiality with which they are 
too often treated. 
c) The preferential treatment given to con- 
siderations of a general type, to the de- 
triment of questions of greater signifi- 
cance on a local level. 
d) The shortage of arguments that help to 
interpret processes by which facts can be 
related; facts that can have a very direct 
affect on the environment, that are the 
cause of problems and that appear in the 
newspapers in different sections: "econ- 
omy" or "society", for example. 
And there's more. By giving more cover- 
age -more importance- to the showier 
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type of events -summit conferences, con- 
gresses, seminars, environmental sessions 
attended by lots of political figures-, 
something that happens more and more, 
the newspapers contribute to the opinion 
that problerns are already being dealt 
with at the right level. In many cases, 
though, these meetings rnerely play to the 
gallery and consist of the usual series of 
cliches -which spring from generaliza- 
tion- accompanied by wordy declarations 
of good intentions. This does not contrib- 
ute much to progress in resolving spe- 
cific problems, which are the ones the ge- 
neral public understands best, so long, of 
course, as they are properly informed 
and have access to data allowing a so- 
cial dialogue to get going, on a local 
level, on environmental issues and the 
problems they raise. 
This reflection seems to hold out little 
hope that society's perception of envi- 
ronmental problems in the Mediterrane- 
an can improve in the short term. 
It seems clear to me that the media's 
handling of these topics is  insufficient and 
inadequate. But I also think that they are 
not solely to blame and that they lack a 
critica1 rnass in society that would force 
them to be more competent and rigorous 
in their treatment of the subject. 
It i s  a well-known and significant fact that 
a large part of the public -including even 
teachers and students who profess an in- 
terest in these questions- know little or 
nothing about the Llibre Blanc de la  Ges- 
fió de la Nafura als Pai'sos Cafalans, re- 
quired reading for an understanding of 
our environmental problems. The level of 
public awareness must be determined by 
the knowledge acquired at school, which 
must develop into criticism and/or de- 
mands as regards the media. But right 
now, and this is  where I find the Gordian 
knot, what one sees i s  an abdication by 
schools of their basic role of educating, 
in favour of a training that favours spon- 
taneity, lack of rigour in these topics and, 
as I said earlier, a certain mimicry in the 
way the media deal with them. This can 
easily be seen in many of the proposals 
put to schoolchildren in the name of en- 
vironmental education. 
Ecology has revealed to us many of the 
parameters that explain the roots of en- 
vironmental problerns. Citizens must have 
a solid grounding in the fundamentals 
and have a basic understanding of the in- 
terrelations that exist between the differ- 
ent problems facing us. 
Neverthless, even this is  not enough. As Dr 
Margalef says, environmental problems are 
not problems of the environment, which 
can do very well without us as a species, 
but problems between social groups. The 
War in the Gulf i s  a clear example. 
The concept of environmental problems, 
like that of the Mediterranean, has both a 
physical and a cultural dimension. Our 
culture i s  an old one as regards the two 
concepts, but this does not help to solve 
the problems they raise. There i s  not 
enough awareness in our concern and we 
have insufficient understanding of the facts 
that could help to solve them: We kneed 
knowledge and information that depend 
on research and field work, both in the 
physical sciences and the social sciences. 
It i s  therefore very urgent that this cultur- 
al vision of our environment should be 
completed with new knowledge based on 
precise data, which still play no part in 
the perceptions of public opinion or in 
educational programmes. ¤ 
